CHAPTER XVIII
POLAND IN 1HE AUGUSTAN ERA
TffiB paralysis of the mainspring of progress and national
development of a country is necessarily reflected in the
life of the people. Some account of Poland in its last
stage of decadence is now due, if only to illustrate the
causes of its decay and subsequent downfall.
In every district all local life and activity naturally
centred in the household of the local magnate, who often
owned vast tracts of fertile soil as large as or larger than
many principalities, and reigned as a very monarch among
his serfs and dependents. Many of the houses were verit-
able palaces, maintained with a prodigality of expendi-
ture almost inconceivable in a country the larger part of
whose population were so stricken by poverty. The
magnate had his major-domo, his treasurer, his cupbearer,
his equerries, his gentlemen servitors, and a numerous
retinue of well-born adherents. All lived at his expense,
and drew some small allowance for clothing and neces-
sary expenses. They did no menial tasb; they con-
stantly bore their swords; and no one of them ever
forgot that he was a Polish nobleman at a time when the
Polish nobility were Poland herself.
The Polish writer Henry Rzewuski has left us a very
vivid picture of the gentlemen-dependents of the period.
His character Sfrerin Soplica, a typical member of the
parasitical petite noblesse, held invindbly to the doctrine
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